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Chapter 5

ASTHEY LIKE IT

OVERINTERPRETATION AND
HYPOREALITY IN BALI

Mark Hobart

Bali overflows with meaning. As the illustration overleal shows, mean-
ing haseven found its way into exported Indonesian representations of
themselves. A glorious intellectual genealogy climaxing with Bateson
and Mead, Geertz and Boon. ends limply in advertising copy for Bank
Bumi Daya. In Bali even capitalism has been aestheticised, Or is it aes-
thetics commoditised? In the advertisement Balinese epitomise
[ndonesia; while dance epitomises Bali. And meaning is what moti-
vates Balinese dance. But how did meaning get into the dance? And
according to whom?

The problem these days. to paraphrase Evans-Pritchard, is that
there is only one method in social anthropology. the interpretive
method — and that is impossible (Needham 1975: 365). It is not how-
ever sell-evident that social actions are either interpretable or, what
lollows, meaningful, except in a trivial sense. For instance. there is a
well known and very difficult movement in Balinese dance, magulu
(w)angsul, which involves moving the head [rom side to side smoothly.
while keeping it vertical. I once asked some dancers what the meaning
{arti) was to be greeted with a laugh and told it had none! It was appre-
ciated because it was so difficult to do well.! To succeed was to be tekek,
firm. precise; just as good speech should be seken, clear. definite. Only
when a dancer has mastered the use ol the body can they assume a
sebeng bingar, an expression of deep inner contentment, radiate light
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{masinar becik) when dancing. so that the audience feel buka girik. as il
it has been tickled and aroused. [t is about achieving an effect. Balinese
are highly critical commentators on what is considered good or bad.
but do so largely without recourse to meaning. Such Balinese reflec-
tions on their own practices though stand in stark contrast to what
scholars insufflate into them. Interpretation is so central to the defini-
tion of the anthropologist as knowing subject, of the object of study
and the required disciplinary practices however that questioning its
universal applicability must be rather like questioning the existence of
God in the Vatican. The result is to preempt inquiry into the condi-
tions under which it is justifiable or appropriate to rely on interpreta-
tion or to impute meaning.

L e
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On Interpretation

In anthropological practice, interpreting has come. profligately, to
embrace any activity [rom expounding the meaning ol something
abstruse, to making clear, to giving a particular explanation.? In short. it
is what anthropologists do. The word has a more specialist sense: the
method, goal or subject matter of hermeneutics. This is not just an
obscure German philosophical genealogy culminating in Habermas, bul
by routes as diverse as Weber and Freud has permeated human scientific
thinking: and has even had a signiticant impart, via Heidegger on post-
struciuralists such as Foucault and on Dersida. My interest however is
especially in anthropological uses of hermeneutics. 3t so happens that the
doyen of Interpretive Anthropelogy. Clilford Geertz. has used Bali Lo illus-
trate his immethod. Geertz's work expounds and exemplifies many of the
kinds of interpretive methods and assumptions invoked by other anthro-
pologists. So. rather than engage in sweeping generalisations, [ confine
mysell to interpretation as it has actually been practised on Balinese.
Interpretation creates a dilemma for anthropologists. AsDan Sper-
ber notes )

the project of a scientific anthropology meets with a major difficulty: it is
impossible to describe a cultural phenomenon...without taking into account
the ideas of the participants. However, ideas cannot be observed. but only intu-
jively understood: they cannot be described but only Interpreted. (1985: 9)

Sperber’s task therefore is to get from intuitive understandings to true
descriptions which may be falsified and so are scientific. Taking exam-
ples from Evans-Pritchard's Nuer Religion, Sperber argues theextent to
which an anthropologist reworks supposed observations in the course
of even the most apparently raw factual account. What mediates is

anthropologists' technical vocabulary...a medley of words to be used where
straightforward translations are wanting: ‘sacrifice’. "divination’, "priest’...
‘symbol’. ‘'marriage ... When they seem to be develeping a theery of sacri-
fice. they are. actually. pursuing [the] work of second (or nth) degree inter-
pretation’ etc. {1985: 25, 27)

This is what makes

interpretive generalizations differ radically from descriptive generalizations.
An interpretation is adequate when it is faithfui. a description is adequate
whenitistrue. (1985: 29)

As usual 1 find myself agreeing heartily with the first half of what
Sperber writes and disagreeing furiously with the second. Not only
description and exptanation involve interpretation in some sense or
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other. but so do translation and even transcription. The idea, however,
that you can drive a wedge between fidelity to ideas and true descriptions
looks gently dated and unnecessarily dualistic (Quine 1953; Davidson
1973), although the vision stiil seems to excite the occasional analytical
philosopher. For some reason. even quite intelligent anthropologists
retain a touching affection in the powers ol kmpartal observation. when
we spend so much time asking people to explain what it is we have just
seen. Sperber atlempts to escape by resort to a scientised epidemiology of
representations, which is a subtle form of representationism and semi-
ological regression (Fabian 1991a). His 'participants’ however turn out
to be the usual passive. de-fanged objects of anthropological inguiry,
whose ideas conveniently reflect or instantiate collective representa-
tions. the raw materials ol the thinking anthropologist.

The Prize for Good Guesses

Considering how broad the claims made for interpretation. it turns
out to be quite a difficult animal to track down. When it comes to
spelling out what is involved in the approach he has made his own,
Geertz becomes rather coy. What does come across though is that an
interpretive theory of culture is 'essentially a semiotic one’ (1973a: 5).
As Geertz relies very heavily lor his theory on the work of Ricoeur, itis
worth quoting the organ-grinder himsell:

the priunary sense of the word 'hermeneutics' concerns the rules required
for the inlerpretation of the written documents of our culture... Auslegung
(interpretation. exegesis)...covers only a limited category of signs, those
which are fixed by writing, including all the sorts of documents and mon-
uments which entail a fixation simnilar to writing. (L981a: 197)

The dilficulty is that this interpretation or exegesis is not confined to
the analysis of signs in any obviously Saussurean manner. Hermeneu-
tics is redolent of supplementarity: it promises more than semiotics, a
‘surplus of meaning'. It is this more that worries me.

The supplement which is promised derives [rom the workings of
that delightfully arcane notion: the hermeneutic circle. Geertz wields
his semiotic trowel with some panache:

Cultural analysis is (or should be) guessing at meanings. asscssing the
guesses, and drawing explanatory conclusions from the better guesses. not
discovering the Continent of Meaning and mapping out its bodiless land-
scape. (1973a: 20)

This is odd in a way. because there are not many bodies. or people, in
Geertz's analyses. except occasionally as props to get the narrative
going (Crapanzano 1986: 69-71). Ricoeur is more prosaic:
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We have to guess the meaning of the text because the author's intention is
beyond our reach...i there are no rules for making good guesses, there are
methods for validating those guesses we do make...[whichj] are closer 1o a
logic of probability than to a logic of empirical verification. To show that an
inlerpretation is imore probable in the light of what we know is something
other than showing that a conclusion is true. $¢ in the relevant sense. val-
idation is not verification. If is an argumentative discipline comparable to
the juridical procedures vsed in legal interpretation, a logic of uncertainty
and of qualitative probability...we are also enabled to give an acceptable
meaning to the famous concept of the hermeneutic circle. Guess and vali-
dation are in a sense circularly related as subjective and objective
approaches lo the text. But this circle is not a vicious one...the role of falsi-
fication is played by the conflict between competing interpretations. An
Interpretation must not onfy be probable, but more probable than another
interpretation. (1976: 75-79. my parentheses)

The whole juggernaut is driven by the will-o'-the-wisp of the almost
unkelievably probable interpretation. In the last resort though, there is
no yardstick for judging the quality of an interpretation which is not
recursively defined by the interpretive method itself. -

Ricoeur is admirably explicit and so highlights what tends to be sub-
merged in Geertz's suasive prose. Once again there is a convenient
Cartesian split of truth about the world and what pertains to the
higher reaches of Mind. Mind however is oddly passive. On thecrucial
question of how you decide between rival interpretations. it is "the con-
flict” which is supposed to do the work. An approach which purports to
clarily the inlricacies of forms of argumentation ends up in this
instance by muddying the waters to the point that Jonathan Spencer
has remarked of this strain of American anthropology that there has
been ‘the abandonment of any consideration of problems of valida-
tion” (1989: 159). One of the drawbacks of a pastmodern. post-inter-
pretive, post-global world is an abandonment of critical thinking to a
spurious democracy of argumentin which anything goes: lasciate ogni
discernimento voi chentrate.

For Ricoeur. the meaning of the texl originates in. but becomes
detached from, the author’s mind. It turns into public property 1o do
with what one will: but few are qualified to do so. For interpretation
‘presupposes a discrepancy between the clear meaning of the text and
the demands of (later) readers’ (Sontag 1961: 6). By postulaling an
ironic doubling with a wealth of hidden deep meaning (Foucault
1973: 303-387). gerundively hermeneuts create a potentially inex-
haustible resource to be exploited and where they ellectively exercise
unregulated control. A semantic [ree market is declared. with proce-
dures {guessing and checking guesses) supposed to ensure that al)
works out lor the best.3
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Adifticulty of interpretation is that you cannot begin guessing with-
out some background of prior texts (pre-text or inter-text) and without
determining beforehand whal kind of object you are dealing with in the
light of what you already know (a further determination). In short.
hermeneutic methods require preinterpretation. with little restriction on
how you procurethe resulls. As we can never approach something inno-
cently, we inevitably intreduce assumptions and presuppositions. We
begin preinterpreting n the act of listening. The reason so much of this
paper is devoled {0 a critique of interpretation is | am still trying to free
myself to the degree [ can from yet more unthinking preinterpretation.

The text instead is passive: it awaits the active resourceful inter-
preter {commonly male) 10 prize open and enjoy its riches. Ricoeur's
juridical metaphor develops the theme. For the interpreter assumes
further powers as judge Lo interrogale, and conduct whatever lorensic
procedures he (use of a male term again seems appropriate in this
instance) will on the objectlfied products of mind by a mind set apart
in judgement. knowing, superior. The findings are not subjective how-
ever, [or objeclivity then gralts itsell onto validation in a manner
which is far [rom clear. The connection rests upon the assumption that
this mind approaches ebjectivity through its all-encompassing superi-
ority, which transcends subjectivity and objectivity {(unlike Geertz,
Ricoeur is concerned to avoid the traps of @ 'Romanticist’ grounding of
interpretation in the subject and intersubjectivity. 1981b). Bul whose
subjectivily. whose objectivity and whose criteria of validation are
these? The answer is the interpreters’. Finally, Ricoeur leaves the
choice between probable interpretations remarkably open. uncontex-
tualised and unsituated. Who decides which interpretation is more
probable and by what criteria? On Geertz's and Ricoeur’s account. lor
all their demotic imagery and show ol humility. the power quietly
abrogated by Lhe interpreter is a dictator’s dream. The familiar lan-
guage of reason and reasonableness clouds an epistemological battle-
field. on which. through their own choosing. the odds are stacked in
favour of the big battalions,

In trying to deflend the unrestrained (reedom of the interpreter
against all-comers. Geertz’s lormer student and apologist. James Boon,
delivers the approach and himsell an accidental coup de grace.

Metaphors of text and of reading applied to anthrapological fleldwork strike
some critics as fancy devices to silence or disempower the interlocutor. [
would reply that ‘read texts' radically construed, certainly speak back: they
may. moreover, change their mind's message on each re-reading. (1990:52)

There is a serious problem of agency here. Texts have minds. But this
still leaves the question: who ‘radically construes’ the texts, or rather
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‘the constructed understanding of the constructed native's con-
strucled point of view (Crapanzano 1986: 74)? Perhaps this is why, in
the end. the texts’ minds look strangely like their interpreter’s. The
autonomy granted to ‘the interloculor’. as opposed to a person as
agent. resembles a pheasant bred [or shooting or the icons in an inter-
active video game or virtual reality machine.

Textuality

What is the object of anthropological interpretation? Famously. it is
culture inscribed as a text. [nterpreting

the flow of social discourse...consists in trying fo rescue the “said’ of such
discourse from its perishing occasions and fix it in perusable terms {Geerltz
1973a: 20).

The human sciences may be said 1o be hermeneutical (1} inasmuch as
their object displays some of the features constitutive of a text as text, and
(2) nasmuch as their methodology develops the sante kind of procedures as
those of Auslegung or text-inlerpretation. (Ricoeur 198 la: 197) -

Social action becomes a text by the act of ethnographic inscription
(Geertz 1973a: 19). There is the further extension though that this is
possible only il action - or what humans make of events themselves —
have some at least of the leatures of a text (Ricoeur 198 1 197-210).
Further, texts (or text-like productions) contain meanings. their ‘propo-
sitional content’ {Ricoeur 1981: 204: invoking the conduit metaphor.
see Reddy 1979). Put this way. however, meaning as a concept and in
its particular ascriptions becomes open to critical consideration. It
must be reclaimed and mystified. [n a neat thrce thimble trick, Boon
therefore anitounces that meaning is 'flundamentally transposed. con-
verted. substituted” (1990: 209). Displacing the problem. just as
declaring ‘culture’ 10 be ‘multiple constructions that are i base con-
trastive’ (1990: 209). is somehow supposed to resolve she dilficulties.

However. "events only seent Lo be intelligible. Actually they have no
meaning withoul interpretation’ (Sontag 1961: 7). There are two
senses of “text’ here. In the narrower one. text refers 1o what Barthes
called 'work’ which ‘is a fragment of substance. occupying a part of
the space of books' {1977: 156-57). In the broader one. tex! ‘is a
methodological Reld...the Text is experienced only in an activity of pro-
duction” (1977: 157. original emphasis). In the latter sense. it is of a
higher logical order than Ricoeur's text. which is itself a complex
whole built oul of sentences (1976: 1-23).

There are two obvious problems. First you cannot write an episte-
mological space, Second. il conflates culture and work/text. Unless you
inhabit a peculiarly recondite world. culture is not a text. Before Boon
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declares me yet again a vulgar positivist. let me explain what | wish to
say by this. [t may be fruitfu] to treat culture heuristically (one of my
least Favourite words) as if it were a text. [ doubt it. But many postmod-
ernists have made great reputations (and brought about the felling of
many trees) to celebrate the catachresis. It hasbecome conventional in
the |ast decade or so among those suffering PMT (postmodernist trendi-
ness) cheerfully to talk about how texts have constituted people in ever
more ambiguous ways. Quite what being constituled by a text —be it a
book. a methodological field or a condition of intelligibility — would
actually involve is charmingly mind-boggling.

The problem with subsuming the whole strange eventful gamut of
human actions and events across history under the sobriquet of "Text’
is not only that it hypostatises and homogenises whatever has hap-
pened, but that, if everything is Text, the notion is vapid {c[. Baudrillard
on Poucault's idea of power, 1987}. It becomes an abstract substance,
empowered with amazing. il largely imaginary. qualities. In short, it
becomes a ‘Transcendental Agent’. beyond history, and with thrasoni-
cal hermeneuts and deconstructionists as its immanent intelligence to
tell us what It is up to. Text becomes an excuse not just lor pastiche but
to make what you please of other peoples’ lives and how they represent
themselves. to mix and match at will in a consumers’ utopia.*

There is something pleasantly amateurish, indeed Frankensteinian,
about the atlempts of anthropologists such as Geertz (with assistance
from Boon) to jolt the cachexic corpse of culture into textual life. Since
then. however. a consortium of Literary Critics has taken over the
business of transmuting the whole gamut of human and social activ-
ities into texts on an industrial scale.®

Overinterpreting

Treating culture, or fife itsel. as a text avoids a recoghition of textual-
ising as a cultural practice. People write, speak, read and listen: textu-
alise events and actions in circumstances which depend on the
existence of previous practices of textualising, The Literary Tendency
isitsell part of such practices: but solipsistically its practitioners hypo-
statise practices into abstract objects (texts) and imagine particular
practices to be constitutive, essential or even universal, The sort of
approach [ preler however treats practices as particular, historical, sit-
uated and varying in degree and kind. [ assume that, lar [rom having
a determinate. extractable essence, lacts are underdetermined by
explanation (Quine 1953, 1960) or. put another way. that ‘reality
transcends the knower” (Inden 1986: 402). On this account, any
activity or practice. the agents who engage in them and the patients
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who are their subjects. are themselves partly a consequence of, but are
not fully determined by, past practices and activities. Among practices,
some rework past practices (e.g. commenting, criticising, correcting);
others aim at transforming patients {e.g. graduating, curing, manag-
ing) and the agents themselves (e.g. crowning, praying. sel-disciplin-
ing: cl. Foucault 1986). Yet other practices are concerned with trying
to eliminate the underdetermination of actions and events, including
much academic writing and 'ritual’ (see Hobart forthcoming), I
choose therelore to treat both explaining and interpreting as often
practices ol determination, or essentialising, in some lorm.

What | call overinterpreting is overdetermining one interpretation
where alternative equally plausible interpretations are possible, or
have in lact been put lorward. As a practice. overinterpreting usually
starts with preinterpreting prior to any engagement with what is actu-
ally to be interpreted and concludes in defending the interpretation
against criticlsm. Evidently Balinese. for instance, may well on occa-
sion also overinterpret [or whatever reasons. Where they differ from
hermeneuts is that the latter’s justification lor existing is thaf they
somehow add more to what the lacals are perlectly capable of saying
for themselves, This something is a logical method for validating prob-
able interpretations. presumed — in a fine example of preinterpretation
- to be so superior to Balinese methods that no interpreter has both-
ered to inquire what they are (c. Hobart 1985) orif they even exist.

One of the best ways of clarilying what I wish to suggest by overin-
terpreting is to put forward a null hypothesis. [tis that no act ol anthro-
pological interpretation takes place dialogically and dialectically during
fieldwork between ethnographer and local intellectuals - let alone cen-
trally involving local intellectuals arguing among themselves — but
rather before the ethnographer’s arrival in, and after departure from,
the field. Itis then possible to distinguish anthropologists by the degree
to which they breach the null hypothesis in their work. In my experi-
ence ol an istand crowded with expatriate experts, sadly it holds up
remarkably well. I it makes a mockery of most anthropologists’ and
other specialists” pretensions, that is their problem. [{ you stop and
think about how inany anthropologists or others speak the vernacular
language well enough to engage in the critical exchange necessary to
argue through rival interpretations, far less understand Balinese argu-
ing amongst themselves, the imaginary nature of much interpretation
as a practice rather than as a posture stands out with grim clarity.

Two practices among others related to interpreting are textualising
and contextualising.® which [ take to be always situated acts. (On this
account, context and situation are not Carlesian mental and physical
domains within semantics. All actions are situated: and contextualis-
ing is one kind ol action.) By contrast to recourse to Text. or even tex-
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tualily, (con-)textualising is a historically situated action aimed at
changing the status quo ante. To develop Goodman's analysis of repre-
sentation {1968: 27-31). some agent represents. textualises or con-
textualises something as something else. commonly to some subject
on an occasion for a purpose. The relevance of this argument here is
that it enables us to reconsider interpretation not as a finished product,
we are to admire. believe or even criticise, but as a practice which takes
place on an occasion for a purpose. Anthropologists very rarely ask
what is the purpose of what they do.

They are not alone in this, nor in glossing fast over what il is that
they actually spend much of their professional time doing. One prac-
tice is textualising. reworking events into writing through a double
process. The author articulates the events in question with previous
descriptions and writing practices, in so doing making the events dis-
cursive, interpretable and understandable (Hall 1980: 129). The
author also reproduces the events. commonly in writing. (or the delec-
tation ol her peers and the Advancement of Knowledge. Taken to
absurd lengths, you end up overtextualising people (Boon) or the
world {Appadurai, Bhabha), and recursively anthropomorphising the
lexts, Now there are many occasions when people textualise events
and actions, but they do much else besides.” As they seem to find texts
realer, or at least cosier, than life. perhaps it is not so odd that affi-
cionados of the Literary Turn in the human sciences should project
their own practices and predilections onto the rest ol the known and,
in their case, knowable world. This world is there to be read and con-
textualised. Anthropologists often appeal to context. What appears as
an exercise in interpretive charity and anti-essentialism depends. how-
ever, on [urbishing the natives first with a rich realm ol Textuality in
which their strange remarks make sense {Birds are twins’ is the para-
digm case). Then their utterances and actions can be reinscribed using
the lamiliar language of lextual procedures (metaphor, synecdoche
etc.. the stock in trade inder alia of both structuralism and hermeneu-
tics). Historians and literary experts specialise more literally in recon-
structing how people read texts. and so to constructing Texts.?

Either way. as anthropologists engage in il as a practice, contextual
interpretation often becomes a way ol idealising specific social actions.
Confextualising the text or weird statements shows how the native
Mind instantiates or insinuates itself into the world. [am notrelerring
here to actual minds on particular occasions: what people did or said.
That is purely contingent. Il is not clear what contextualising that
would consist ol Contextualising highlights what is essential. general,
indeed generic. not (o particular persons, but a Culture or People (the
Nuer, the Balinese). which is the politically acceptable synonym for
Mind. Anthropologists have long used context as an authenticating
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and emancipatory strategy. ‘Understanding something in context’
confirms you were really there, saw and understood. (The idealist
rejoinder is to turn ‘being there’ effectively into a question of literary
genre, Geerlz 1288.) Contextualising easily becomes emancipatory
from the critical evaluation of evidence: and so permits anthropolo-
gists to wrile themselves interpretive blank cheques. It culminates in
Baron Miinchhausen's Syndrome, first identified by Raspe in 1785.

Overinterpreting Bali

How does an interpretive analysis actually work as against ideal state-
ments of method? Let us take examples from two of Clifford Geertz's
most celebrated essays into interpretive anthropology and one from
Boon, who has adapted Geertz's method in a distinctive way.

In Person. time, and conduct in Bali, Geertz elaborated upon the work
ol Bateson and Mead (e.g.. 194 2). ‘'The anonymization of persons and
the immobilisation of time are thus but two sides of the same cultural
process’. the third being "the ceremoniousness of so much ol Balinese
daily life’ (1973b: 398-99). The crucial means in achieving this is lek.
Geertz argued

that lek, which is far and away the most important of such regulators. cul-
turally the most intensely emphasized, ought therefore not to be translated
as ‘shame.” but rather, to follow out our theatrical image, as ‘stage fright .
([1966] 1973b: 402)

Nearly twenty years later nothing had happened (o make Geertz ques-
tion his interpretation or its assumplions.

Nor is Lhis sense the Balinese have of always being on stage a vague and
ineffable one either. It is. in fact, exactly summed up in what is surely one
of their experience-nearest concepts: Jek. Lek has been variously translated
or mistranslated ('shame’ is the most commoen attempt}; but what it really
means is close to what we calt stage frighl... When this occurs. as it some-
times does. the imymediacy of the moment is felt with excruciating intensity
and men become suddenly and unwillingly creatural, locked in mutual
embarrassment, as though they had happened upon each other’s naked-
ness. [t is the fear of faux pas. cendered only that much more probably by
the extraordinary ritualization of daily life, that keeps social intercourse on
its deliberately narrowed rails and protects the dramatistical sense of sell
against the disruptive threat implicit in the immediacy and spontaneity
even the most passionate ceremoniousness cannot [ully eradicate [rom
[ace-to-face encounters, (1983a: 64: cl 1973b: 401-2)

What though is the ethnographic evidence upon which Geertz vali-
dates his guesses? We do not know. How did Geertz know what Bali-
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nese felt? Did they participate in this analysis of their essential being?
Or was it desplle them? We are not told.

The remaining examples are from Geertz's most sustained interpre-
tive loray, Negara: the theatre slate in nineteenth-century Bali. Epitomis-
ing the king as the centre of the state (a much recycled Orientalist
themne in Scuth East Asia), Geertz develops a series ol dichotomies
around the contrast of inside versus outside:

S0 is body to mind, countryside to settlement, ¢ircle circu mierence to ¢ircle
center, word to meaning. sound to music, cocenut shell to coconut juice.
(1980: 108)

What is Geertz's evidence, for instance. that body is opposed to mind.
or word to meaning? And what word does Geertz have in mind for
‘meaning’'? Once apain the reader is not told. nor can you work it out
even if you are familiar with the literature on Bali.

A central part is Geertz's analysis of kingship rests on the link
between three symbols or imaged ideas: ‘padmasana. the lotus seat (or
throne) of god: lingga. his phallus, or potency: and sekti [misspelt by
any convention], the energy he infuses into hts particular expressions.
most especially into the person of the ruler’ (1980: 104: the second
parentheses are mine). Of the fingga. he announces:

On earth. the ruler acts on behall of Siva, and the essence of his rqyal
power is embedied in the lingga [which] the brahman...obtalns...[rom Siva
and hands...over to them founder of the dynasty as the palladium of his
royalty. The image summarizes the deep spiritual connection {Hooykaas
calls it an indivisible trinity ") between the supreme god, the reigning king,
and the state high priest. (1980: 106)

This seems exemptary stuff. What is Geertz's evidence for hts analysis
though? It is in fact a quotation from the Dutch philologist. Hooykaas
(1964: 143} citing another Dutch scholar. Krom (1931: 124). A
review of what Hooykaas wrote however suggests matters are nol
quite so straightforward,

Textual Extremities

My last example is from Boon’s Affinities and Extremes, which offers an
Aladdin's cave of choice. Given his interest in Balinese textuality, the
[ollowing passage is apposite:

Outside reformist circles. Balinese textual practices minlmize neutralized
commentary. Reading groups (sckaha mebasan) may discuss distinct
episodes from favored narratives: but their busywork is ideally another
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ingredient of ritual celebrations. To enact, cite, or even reler to a text may
unleash its power. Exegesis in any strict sense does not nuinber among the
lunctions of traditional textual and ritual exper(s... Just as Bali has litlle
ascetic remove from life-in-society. so it demonstrates little interpretive
remove rom texts that would make them partly alienated objects of exeget-
ical refiection. In Bali's "interpretive scene’ the restricted role of exegesis
proper facilitates a play of alfinities, analogies. and contradictions across
social forms. performance genres. and ritual registers, {1990; 84)

I jove the smack of the ‘strict’ disciplinary proprieties. the natives evi-
dently need so badly. But. what are Boon's grounds, first. for this sweep-
ing summalion of Balinese textual practices as anti-interpretive and
ritualistic? He cites my old teacher, Hooykaas: 'temple priests. exorcists,
and puppet masters alike "have some share in the brahman’s panoply
of magic weapons™ (1990: 84, citing Hooykaas 1980: 20). This hardly
underwrites Boon's assertion. Further, on what evidence does Boon
justily his statement that Balinese textual practices are not exegetical
but about the melding of genres? It is shadow theatre (wayang). .
Wayang's epistemology resembles Western examples of so-called Menip-
pean satire. a form of parodic rhetoric that multiplies voices and view-
points. tongues, citations. pastiches, and etymologies. {1990: 86)

Oddly the sources cited are for Java, not Bali at all. Presumably shadow
theatre has an essential being which transcends history, place and per-
sons altogether.

Interpreting the Interpreters

In Person, time, and conduct in Bali, Geertz takes two kinds of calendar
{from Goris 1933) and aspects of behaviour he charactcrises as "cere-
mony, stage [tight. and absence of climax’ {1973b: 398, the last. espe-
cially, Is [rom Bateson 1949). In other words, Geertz is working largely
with interpretations of interpretations. For an analysis which claims
not only to pay close attention to Balinese behaviour, but even to reveal
what Balinese experience 'with excruciating intensity’. curiousty he
offers no detailed examples of Balinese practice, still less of Balinese
talking about and commenting on themselves. Geerlz doubly transfixes
Bali: on a sustained dramaturgical metaphor and on a pathological
general description of personality. He preinterprets, because the analy-
sis rests upon western common-sensical assumptions about the nature
of both theatre and the person. Balinese have quite dilferent. highly
developed and largely incommensurable ideas (on theatre, see Hobart
1983: on the person, see Connor 1982; Duff-Cooper 1985).
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The analysis hinges on the cultural associations of the word Iek. Bali-
nese actors waxed lyrical about stage fright. for which however they used
the word jejeh. plain ‘frightened’. Significantly. when actors talked of
stage fright or when people referred Lo themselves or others being lek.
they dwelt not on the inner state, but on its manifestation facially. in one’s
speech and body movements. which squared with their carelul differen-
tiation of the body. expressionsand movements. Balinese did indeed refer
to lek in performing. but as sing nawang lek. not knowing lek, of actors
who played roles like that of the mad princess. Liku. whose part requires
groping other actors’ genitals on stage and blurting out the unmention-
able. By imposing interpretations upon actions in the absence of — or
rather. despite al) — the evidence, yet again Geertz overinterprets.

In Negara. among innumerable asides. Geertz apposes periphery to
centre, body to mind and word to meaning. as il the refalionship
between these were transitive. The centre:periphery opposition. upon
which much of Negarais predicated. is a particularly fine, if now rather
tarnished. stroke of orientalist genius (see e.g.. Heine-Geldern 1942).
For someone ostensibly $o opposed to the assumptions of Dutch struc-
turalism (1961), Geertz manages to find dual oppositions where Bali-
nese usually use triadic or quite different schemes altogether. [n fact.
almost all frames of reference to the self 1 know of involve at least three
overlapping and potentially interacting qualities (e.g.. Dul(-Cooper
1985: £8-71 on the trisarira; Hobart 1986: 148-49 on the triguna, tri-
warga and tiga-jfiana). Granted Geerlz's erudition. we must question
whether his blithe oppasition of body to mind as if it were quite sel(-evi-
dentisa slip born of a rhetorical flourish. It is unlikely. The whole struc-
ture of Negara depends upon a (Cartesian) contrast between political
geography and ‘symbology’.? An obvious point about the various Bali-
nese schemes [or relating thought and action (Hobart 1986, Wikan
1990) is that they presuppose that body and mind are not dualistically
separated. [n the light of theseevasions. it should come as no great sur-
prise that Geertz should treat the constitutive concept of interpreta-
tion, ‘meaning’. as equally unproblematic. In Negara. as his other
wriling on Bali, Geertz not only skirts round the whole issue of seman-
tics, but also avoids inquiring into Balinese usage. which is intricate
{see p.126 below). How [ar has Geertz created the object of his inter-
pretations, meaning, by conflating what Balinese distinguish? It is nat
a promising start to establisning more probable interpretations. Whalis
rather frightening. especially in an interpretive approach which
promises Lo Lake ‘us into the heart of that of which it is an interpreta-
tign’ (1973a: 18). is that it may never have occurred Lo Geertz that
Balinese might think and talk about such matters among themselves.

A remarkable feature of Geertz's interpretive approach to the (ipse
dixit) central symbols of Balinese kingship is that It involves precious lit~
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tle engagement with Balinese thinking in action. [tis in facl, in Raymond
Willlams's phrase {198 3). an exercise in identifying keywoards. Geertz
generalises [rom the carefully textually circumscribed analyses of eartier
Dutch scholars. such that (to quote Geertz himsell in his definition of
how religion works. 1966: 4, my parentheses) by ‘formulating concep-
ttons of a general order of existence and...clothing these conceptions
with such an aura of factuality...[the resulls] seem uniquely realistic’. As
with religion. the 'aura of factuality’ is a product of the process itself. It
requires confusing what Volosinov distinguished as theme and meaning.

Only an ullerance taken in its full, concrete scope as a listorical phenomenon pos-
sesses @ theme... Theme is the upper actual limit of linguistic signlficance: i
essence, only theme means something definite. Meaning is the lower limit of
linguistic significance. Meaning. in essence, means nothing: it only pos-
sesses polentiality — the possibility of having a meaning within a concrete
theme. (Volosinov 1973: 100-1)

The timeless phantasmagoric worid of Balinese kings is not just the
result of the interpretive method and its presuppositions. It is the world
the hermeneuts have condemned themselves to occupy.

[n the passage cited by Geertz, what he omits. significantly. is that
Hooykaas was questioning this simple identification.'® Qualiflying
Stutterheim (1929-30) on the link between litiga and ancestor effi-
gies, Hooykaas pointed oul that

the Sanskrit neuter word liigam in the first place means 'a mark. spot. sign,
token, badge, emblem. characteristic’... The word liga. moreover alter-
nates with lingih, staying... Those upright pointed. llat, ¢hlong stones are
marks, likga, of the ancestors, and after performances of due ritual they
may become their place of descent, their seat: palingihan. lifgill. linga of
their purified and deified spirits. (1964; 175-76)

One might have expected an interpretive anthropologist to have
leapt at the possibilities opened up by lihga being a mark. sign, token
elc., terms which are constitutive of Geertz's entire project.'' To do so
would have complicated Geertz's neat symbolic closure though: to
have followed so obvious a lead into Balinese semiotic categories wouid
have vitiated the entire epistemological grounds for Geertz's endeav-
our. To judge from Geertz's analysis of the pivotal role of imaginary
symbols in the construction of kingship. the doubtless unworthy sus-
picion arises that at times the interpretive anthropology of Indonesia
is simply Dutch philology with the scholarly caveats, doubts and qual-
ifications taken out.

While Geertz claims to be able to reach down to the excruciating
intensity ol Balinese inner states (cf. Needham’s 1981 critique). Boon
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instead identifies Bali as a locus of the intersection of texts, which sit-
uates it firmly as an object of Western and [ndonesian textuality. He
rightly reminds the reader of the risks of isolating Bali as a pure object.
free [rom preinterpretation. The cost however is high. As Johannes
Fabian noticed long ago. Boon's method

avoids calling the Knower and the Known into the samme temporal arena.
Like other symbolic anthropologists. Boon keeps his distance [rom the
Other: in the end his critique amounts to posing one image of Bali against
other images... The Other remains an object. albeit on a higher level than
that of empiricist or positivist reification... As an ideology it may widen and
deepen the gap between the West and its Other. (1983:136-37)

Roon's concentration on the multiple textual constitution of Bali
leads to a curtous ahistoricity. Note in the extract how Balinese textual
practices and their implications are cast throughoutin the timeless pre-
sent {a ‘thousand years of familiarity with the art of writing’ 1990: 84).
In the criss-crossing of metaphors and images, where motley's the only
wear, what gets lost is that many Balinese have been to school since the
1930s. now read newspapers and have been watching television since
the late 19 70s. What would Boon make of the delightful cartoons in the
Bali Post, which comment scathingly on the doings of Balinese and for-
eigners? Are these not ‘traditional’, therefore dismissible? Or are they yet
another manifestation of the infinitely adaptable ‘Menippean satire’?

Along with this detemporalising goes a pervasive essentialising. In
a few broad brush strokes Boon encapsulates the entire range of Bali-
nese textual practices, past and present in all their diversity, and eval-
uates the lot as not involving exegesis ‘proper’ or 'in the strict sense’.
Asvery little has been written on his one example. text-reading groups
— and what has recently (e.g., Rubinstein 1992} undermines his argu-
ment - Boon is on shaky ground here. It is doubly insecure in that
Balinese read and comment on a whole range of kinds of work lor dif-
ferent purposes on different occasions (Hobart 1990: Wiener in press).
Anyway. in my experience works are performed in theatre far more
often than they are read. Are we to narrow the definition of text to
exclude these? If not, what is Boon's evidence for his assertion? There
are less than a handful of transtations of performances and no detailed
account of Balinese commentaries, whether by the actors or audi-
ences. Instead of evidence, we are oflered another familiar preintet-
pretation, with a long genealogy: Balinese are ritualistic and. il not
incapable of. quite uninterested in ‘neutralised’, let alone critical, com-
mentaty. Were they to, not only would Boon have to take account of
them, but his variety of excgesis would be dead in the water. Thereflore
Balinese do not. To succeed in ignoring so much of what is evidently
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happening suggests quite how important preinterpretation is to much
anthropological analysis.

Keeping Distance

For all its claim to a radical new insight into Bali, anthropological
hermeneutics reproduces earlier approaches to a surprising extent. For
instance, Geertz reiterates and even makes central to his whole vision
the increasingly rancid old chestnut that Balinese avoid climax (Bateson
and Mead 1942; Bateson 1949). As Jensen and Suryani have pointed
out (1992: 93-104), the whole argument is implausible and rests on all
sorts ol preconceptions.’? We all preinterpret in varying degree. But this
implies neither that our preinterpretations are of the same kind, nor
that we cannot criticise them or learn better. For this reason. the excuse
that all description, interpretation and translation involves ‘betrayal’
(Boon’s reply to my criticisms, 1990: 205, {n 2) is not just limp, it is a
defence against engaging with those with whom we work. Boon's texts
that speak back to him do so on his terms, They produce a simulated
engagement (Fabian 1991b), which distracts attention (rom the very
real and immediate dilemmas which anthropologists [ace.

Boon’s approach raises a final point, An interpretive analysis does
not require intensive fieldwork, as one might have expected it to. Nor
does it require any command of Balinese.!3 That is the extractive lunc-
tion of mere ethnographers like myself. [nterprettve anthropology
exists to explain to us and the world what we have found. What distin-
guishes these brands of hermeneutic anthropology it is the distance -
in every sense — its practitioners keep from any engagement with the
people who are producing the 'texts’ and ‘meanings’. and the condi-
tions under which they doso. [t sheds a new light on the supremacy of
the text over the people who do the writing. speaking, reading, per-
forming, commenting,. criticising and joking.

The Purposes of Interpretation

Interpretation presumes a double account of knowledge. This account
must depict the nature of native knowledge, distinguish itself [rom
this and then explain how it can understand the former. Understand-
ing is possible through the ‘intersubjectivity’ the anthropologist has
with the natives, by which he can appreciate their meanings and sym-
bols. Although both sides share a common human nature. its expres-
sions are different; and so the relationship of knower and known. The
repeated refrain of Balinese ritualism — ‘extraordinary ritualization’
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{(Geertz p. 115 above), ‘ritual celebrations. ritual experts, ritual regis-
ters’ (Boon p.117 above) — is crucial to that differentiation. The pas-
sages purport to be descriptive. They are however commentative and
evaluative. By making Balinese live in a closed and threatened world.
incapable of critical refllection on themselves. they justify the interces-
sion of the interpreter. who is more than just endowed with superior
rationality. He is open, empathetic. critical. well-read and with a supe-
rior vision. The depiction of Balinese could have come straight from an
Orientalist: 'ritual has a strong attraction for the Indian [read ‘Bali-
nese’}mind’ (Renou 1968: 2%: my parentheses). Balinese add an exlra
twist by being uniquely dramatistical as well.

To aspire to unchallenged authority. it is vital to preciude the suspi-
cion that interpretive knowledge is at the whim of the hermeneut and
his imagination. So the preexistence ol meanings and texts must be
established. Boon has to predetermine culture as being text or Text (it
varies): and Geertz overdetermines ils meanings. Anything less inti-
mates Lthe vicarious nature of the whole enterprise. Text (for Boon) or
meaning (for Geertz) therefore becomes not just 1the object of study, but
aTranscendental Agent. Consider ‘the systems of ideas which animate
[the organlzation of social activity] must be understood’ (Geertz 1973b:
362. my parentheses).'* Or. texts ‘certainly speak back: they may. more-
over, change their mind's message on each rereading’ (Boon 1990: 52).
Boon finds tongues in trees. books in running brooks. Such indulgence
might be fine. except that it silences and denies the thinking of the peo-
ple with whom we work in the clevernesses ol intellectual fashion.'?

Meaning or text, being transcendent. is not available for ordinary
mortals to understand — certainly not the ritualistic, non-exegetical
Balinese. The ontology requires there to emerge an immanent intelli-
gence of this ranscendent agent to explain what is going on. lest the
uninitiated miss it. Fortunately the hermeneut is at hand to do so.
What though are the subjects through whom this agent exemplifies
the workings of its Will? For Boon. as you might expect, above all it is
the literati of priests and puppeteers. At first sight. it is harder to see
who embodies meaning in Bali for Geertz. A moment’s reflection
shows why he lays such stress both on anonymisation. detemporalisa-
tion and ceremonialisation and on stage fright. All Balinese are on
stage: they all instantiate meaning. which operates through ritua!
symbols (hence the crucial role of symbols and ritual in kingship.)
Lastly. how does the hermeneutic intelligence work? Proximately. for
Geertz. it is by an intersubjective empathy: one which neither requires
the anthropologist to be coeval. or even go there. 1t also leaves the
question of ‘how can a whole people share a single subjectivity?” (Cra-

panzano 1986: 74). Ultimately though. it is through a kind of con-
scious philosophical reasoning, epitomised as the reading of a novel.
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with its ever ‘'more detailed reading of episodes, texts. and institutions
selected for the multiple countertypes. contradictions. and even
ironies they contain’ (Boon 1990: ix).

For all the talk of intersubjectivity and explicating the native Mind
in its palpable, excruciating intensity. hermeneuts actually pay scant
regard to people as subjects or, better. agents. It is not necessary Lo ask
about Balinese criteria of analysis. because Balinese are preconstituted
as incapable of self-refllection {except mechanical ‘meta-social com-
mentary’. Geertz 1972). criticism and self-transformation. Balinese
are objectified into the raw materials to be thought, Gerundively they
are not merely describable. but comprehensible, and so to be compre-
hended. Preinterpretation is enshrined in the disciplinary practices of
university courses in anthropology: to train incredulous young minds
into the realities of society, culture, kinship. ancestors, ritual, ratio-
nality. taboo and what they wiil find when they finally get to the field.
{As with all good discipline, there are lots of exclusions. The authors
you are not supposed to read are numerous and far more interesting
on the whole.) Postinterpreting takes up almost as much time, not just
in textualising and contextualising the insights, but in defending the
interpretations against criticism {e.g. Geertz 198 3b; Boon 1990). Pur-
porting to advance understanding of human action, the human con-
dition, the nature of textuality. by claiming to engage other hearts and
minds as no other approach, interpretive anthropology may enshrine
a hidden political agenda (Pecora 1989}, It certainly offlers at once a
superior form of surveillance and a reassurance that other people cut
there are understandable and understood. manageable. controllable.
It has also proven eminently marketable back home.

In their actions if not their words, interpretivists stress the relation-
ship of anthropologist and reader at the expense of that between
anthropologist and native. They play to the sensitivity of the reader;
and in so doing displace Lhe native yet again. The anthropologist's role
is double: both inquirer and author. As author, sheis the conduit lor the
ethnographer’s experience. But shereworks that experience in writing;
and so anticipates the experience for her successors. Volosinov fore-
warned of the consequences of conlusing theme and meaning: the cir-
cularities of endless signification and representationism, which have
been the hallmarks of the Literary Critical cul-de-sac. In rejecting,
rightly. naive realism, the hermeneuts have backed into a hall of mir-
rors. ‘In finished anthropological writings...what we call our data are
really our own constructions ol other peoples’ constructions of what
they and their compatriots are up to’ {Geertz 197 3a: 9). The problem is
that in the writings in question the constructions are of meta-level far
beyond Sperber's nth degree. Ethnographers do not intuit other peo-
ples’ constructions. They elicit inlormants’ representations or infer-
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ences ol others' utterances, acts or representations. Only then do they
gel 1o what they write in their notebooks. or more often reconstruct
alterwards. Cross-cutiing this process is the imposition of technical
terms. in which Sperber detected further levels of interpretation. [nter-
pretation is not sequential abstraction: simply ‘trying Lo rescue the
“said”...[rom its perishing occasions and lix it In perusable terms’
{Geerlz 197 3a: 20). There is a continual to-and-fro in which we select
and direct our attention and our informants’. After all that what
appears in seminar papers. then the published ethnography, is further
reworked. What is more, interpretivists like Geertz and Boon largely
work with other authors’ constructions. In stressing the value added in
western centres of learning. the effect ironically is subtly to reinscribe
the extractlive mode of ethnography, now you collect constructions not
facts. There is no critical dialogue with those whose constructions they
are: no engagement with local intellectuals or academics. As an ana-
Iytical [ramework it is about as illuminating as Soviet production sta-
tistics and as stimulating as a sex manual for the politically correct.

However precarious the constructivist tower of babel, It rests upon
familiar substantialist and realist foundations. An interpretive approach
is substantialist in that it is concerned with that which is ‘unchanging
and conseguently stands outside history’ (Collingwood 1946: 43), here
symbols, the ‘said’ not ‘its perishing occasions’ (Geertz 1973a: 20).{tis
realist in the sense that it fails critically to consider the presuppositions
of those whose activities are under scrutiny. It is the anthropological
equivalent of what Collingwood trenchantly described in history as ‘the
scissors-and-paste’ method {1946: 33: on realism, see Collingwood
1940: 21-48).'°

The method by which it proceeds is frst to decide what we wanl to know
about, and then go in search of statements about it. oral or writter, purport-
ing to be made by actors in theevents concerned, or by eyewitnesses ol them,
or by persons repeating what actors or eyewitnesses have told them, or have
teld their informants. or those who infonred thelr informants. and 5o on.
Having [ound in such a statement something relevant te his purpose. the his-
torian excerpts it and incorporates it translated if necessary and recast into
what he considers a suitable style, in his own history. (1946: 257}

Collingwood's delineation of the scissors-and-paste method is. not
coincidentally. a classic description of overinterpretation.

To conclude this discussion. how does the approach [ am starting to
sketch out differ from an interpretive approach? Oddly enough. in the
little world of anthropology. the two approaches share quite a lot In
common. not least because [ have learned much from the interpretive
approach. Some of the divergences emerge in the differences between
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guessing and questioning. Both involve preinterpretation, but of dif-
ferent kinds. The anthropological hermeneutic approach enshrines a
very conservative sense of dialectic: modifying vour questions and
guesses. [n the versions discussed, it excludes any consideration of the
particlpants’ categories in use or the need to revise the assumptions of
the analysis in the light of these. It does not allow the possibility of
attempting radically to rethink the presuppositions and purposes of
the analysis. Still less does it consider the continual reworking ol one
set of discursive practices in the light of another. Nor can it contem-
plate that this reworking must be done in large part in situ, where peo-
ple argue back, criticise the analyst at each point and suggest
alternatives. Lastly the criteria for evaluating guesses, circularly, are
part of the same logic of validation as those for formulating the
guesses. This hermeneutics is, in the end, hermetic.

By contrast the approach T am suggesting (foreshadowed by
Bakhtin/Volosinov and Collingwood among others) is one that recog-
nises that what an anthropologist works with is the historically par-
Licular outcome of asking questions, diafectically of materials ol all
sorts. dialoglcally of people and that both change, as does the anthro-
pologist. in the course of inquiry. The purposes and circumstances of
that inquiry crucially affect the results. both for the ethnographer and
those who are raising questions as part of their own lives: the two not
always being separable.

Any true understanding s dialogic in nature. Understanding is to utter-
ance asone line of adjalogue is to the next... meaning belongs to a word in
its position between speakers; that is, meaning Is realized only in the
process of active, responsive understanding. {Volosinov 1973 102)

Questioning is of two contrastive kinds. One assumes the object of
inquiry to be knowable and susceptible to explanation by lairly pre-
dictable sequences of questions. It is exemplified in how teachers
instruct students in the appropriate moves in inquiry as part of learn-
ing a discipline. be it chemistry or law. The other assumes what you
know to be conditional in part on the questions. so crilically reflecting
on provisional answers requires you continually to rethink the
assumptions behind the question. Collingwood considered the latter to
be exemplified by critical philosophical and historical thinking. I think
there is a case for adding critical anthropological thinking.

Such critical thinking Is certainly not exemplified in reiterating the
absence of climax or the presence of stage fright decades later from the
safety of your own university. That is reinventing the wheel as an octa-
gon. it requires expending enormouseffort not in critical thinking, but
in ignoring what the people you are studying are doing and even try-
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ing to tell you. Unless such critical thought involves continually
rethinking the questions we ask and reflecting on our own presuppo-
sitions through our emerging understanding of other peoples’ ques-
tioning. it tands upiike the hermeneutic circle as the sort of one-legged
dialectic. a hermeneutic hop. For this reason, you cannot tidy up the
problem of interpretation simply by formulating clear. lalsifiable.
inductive steps (although that would be a definite improvement}. or
splitting the process. as does Sperber. into two stages. The effect is to
make your own thought stand as yet more hierarchical over those
whose thinking you are studying and to deny thelact that they too are
likely to be thinking and questioning in ways which the claimed hege-
mony of closed interpretation would make unknowable.

Some Balinese Practice

Any reader who is not terminally committed to existing brands of
interpretivism will not be surprised to learn that Balinese engage in all
kinds of writing. oral composition. theatre. painting and so forth,
which have always been changing (Hobart 1991: Vickers 1950;
Wiener in press). They have a broad range of overlapping practices,
which do not easily match our categortes of interpreting. comment-
ing. criticising or re-enacting. To highlight the differences with the
interpretive approach discussed above. let me hegin with meaning.
Balinese usage would require a monograph (which [ am writing) to
do them justice. For simplicity of exposition. tet me begln with my pre-
sent understanding of the terms Balinese use to evaluate and under-
stand utterances. and even actions. First, there is what Is the most
important. pamekas. in what someone says or does. Second, there is the
explanation or clarification ol a statement. teges (a definition also used
by the Balinese scholar. Ktut Ginarsa 1985). Third, there is the tetuwek.
the objective or target (sasaran). the point (tuwek is the point of a
weapon) ol saying something, ora person {or group) pointed to. or to be
affected by what is said. Fourth, there is the purpose or the directed aim
of speech. its tetujon. Fifth, there is daging raos. literally 'the meat’ of
what one says. the matter under discussion. Sixth. there is the arti,
which may be translated as 'meaning’, but often has connotations of
‘intended reference, significance’ (e.g.. Ginarsa 1985: 39). Seventh,
there is the pikelih, what results from saying something, the manifest
outcome. the effect. Finally, there is a suksema. which is untranslatable
(it suggests subtle. immaterial. fine). Provisionally 1 think it is something
like the subtle effect on the listener after due reflection. Balinese widely
make use of at least four (especially tetiwek, tetujon, pikolih and suksema)
in analysing speech and action. Something of Balinese usage might be
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related to a combination of the lunctions of language (Jakobson 1960)
or speech acts {Austin 1975}, Balinese stress the purpose of the act — be
it speech, dance, patnting — and the effect on the listener or spectator. In
Volosinov's terms. all but teges {(which significantly is the most literary
term} form part of the theme, rather than the meaning There is a nigh
unbridgeable gull between Balinese and their inlerpreters’ ideas aboul
meaning. This may be in parl related to dilferences in speech praclices.'”
Balinese has an extraordinarily large vocabulary. 'éonslsting mostly of
terminal words referring to very specific features, states or movements.
(There are at least 22 named eye movements or positions. 46 specific
terms for hand movements. 13 named sleep postures for a single person,
6 more for two people etc.) To know a word is Lo know what it refers to
or how it is used. Treating Bali as essentially a problem of degp under-
standing. of unravelling in English an almost inexpressibly dense and
involuted ‘symbology’ (Geertz 1980: 98(T.) centred on a few key words,
may be tomiss much of how Balinese address their own language Is use.
Certainly one of my most infuriating. and sadly frequent, experiences is
watching theatre and suddenly losing the thread because of the use of a
highly specialised word which [ do not know. Not Infrequently these are
puns which leave the anthropologist puzzled as to why. for instance.
meticulous agricultural advice on how to plant vanitla should convulse
the audience In ribald laughter.'® The proliferation of terminal, specific
words is accompanied therelore by associalive assonance, both conven-
tional and extemporised. between words with quite unrejated referents.

Apart [rom the semantic terms already mentioned, there is also a min-
imal critical vocabulary which the Balinese with whom [ worked insisted
that [ learn if [ were to understand them talking about history and the-
atre. [ apologlse in advance for the indigestible litany of terms. As with
body movemnents, Balinese often eschewed general categories which were
hybrid (as is the notion of interpretation itself) in favour of more specific
kinds of practice. exemplified in the widespread use of what we would
call verbs. Some deal with what we would call knowing {uning), such as
examining {(inaréksa). questioning (nakénang). trying out (ngindaynng).
demonstrating (nyihnayang) and proving (muktiang). These shade inta
the more hermeneutic operations of guessing (nurahang), illustrating
{ngédéngang). understanding (ngaresep). explaining (nerangang). These in
turn linked with more obviously pedformative practices like embeliishing
(ngiasin). advising {nuturin), confirming the truth of (ngawiaktiang), com-
manding {nrganikain), and pointing to the moral (ngalemekin).

Besides these, there are two terms which are primary candidates for
glossing the English ‘interpreting’. They are ngartiang. paraphrasing.
glossing. translating: and melutang unpeeling. unravelling. disentan-
gling. Both are [orms of what Balinese refer to as ngaraesang indik. com-
menting, or talking about. There is another sense of interpret,
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exemplified by the French use of interpreter. as in performing a musical
piece. This includes reading in general. ngawacén; reading manuscripts
aloud. ngogal. kadundun (literally ‘to be woken up’} which is usually
succeeded by ngartiang. transtating or paraphrasing them; nyatwayang,
telling a slory. ngaragragang. developing or elaborating a plot by actors,
a puppeteer or story-teller. This shades into ngaredanayang. creating or
recreating a story or fext. As practices they overlap. Elaborating a plot
requires telling a story. illustrating, demonstrating, explaining. embell-
Ishing and not least saying what is the moral of it all. As Balinese go to
some fengths to treat not just readers and actors. but audiences as
active participantsin reworking and re-creating what happens (Hobart
1991). trying to split creation from interpretation is unhelpful.

Perhaps I can best make the point by an example from theatre.'?
The elder of two servants asks a question of the prince, who repiies.
They then ngartiang his words. The prince is singing in Old Javanese,
the servants speak Balinese. The parentheses are mine.

Ol Retainer:  To whom should one...(pray for grace)?

Young Retainer: That's right! That's what we should ask.

OMd Retainer:  That is what your servants beg, M’lord.

Prince: Praise God.

Young Retainer: ‘My dear chap! My dear chapl™®®

Old Retainer:  What's going on??!

Young Retainer: ‘Don’t fool around when working, Don't listen to idle
speech {of people who denigrate the importance ol per-
forming ceremonies). | am speaking of acts of devotion.
You should never be done with them. There is none other.
as you said earlier, than God

Note how much was left unsaid, A great deal of interpretation seems
to me to be possible only, as Nigel Barley once put it, through the hov-
ercraft effect — passing rapidly and noisily over the subject in hand.
with much mistification and to no long-term eflect. ] needed a group of
Balinese. including two actors. to argue through this exchange and fill
in what they thought made sense not just of the gaps, but what was
said. Their postinterpretation was for my benefit.

Both actors and members of the audience with whom | worked on
this piece were explicit that the retainers were ngartiang the prince. At
no point in the play did they translate the prince’s words verbatim or
anything near. Instead they paraphrased, explicated or expatiated
upon them. The actors, here and in the other plays [ have worked on.
were not translating the essence of the speech. but elaborating and
making what was said relevant to the imrnediate situation. As royal
characters in shadow theatre speak Old Javanese, much of the play is
taken up by the servants expatiating in Ballnese. Ngartiang is also used
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of translating between Janguages and of giving an explication (teges)
of what someone said in the same language. On the occasions [ have
heard Balinese read and ngartiang written works in Old Javanese, there
was usually far more overlan of the original and the translation. Inso-
far as the aim of a reading may be to clarify and explicate its meaning
in Volosinov's sense, apart from determining its thematic relevance, it
makes sense both that this should be the occasion that Balinese used
the word teges. which is the least situationally sensitive word In the
register. and that the overlap should be greater.

One reason for spending time on ngartiang is that the root arti is the
maln candidate for glossing ‘meaning’. [ have heard Balinese use it at
times especially in recent years. [ cannot tell though how far this usage
is affected by arti also being Indonesian. where it has been affected by
European usage. An example of my own un wilting preinterprelation
and its consequences emerged when I checked my research tapes for
how Balinese used arti. To my chagrin | discovered that il was [ who
kept using the word, after which the people | was working with would
use It for a few sentences. then revert to the other commentative term
for meaning outlined above. ’

At therisk of oversimplifying, it is possible to distinguish two modes
of interpretation. 'meta-lingual redescription” and ‘uncovering’ or
explicating.??

The practice of ngartiang overlaps with nelutang, peeling or unrav-
elling what is said to determine as far as possible its matter, point and
purpose. The term is used particularly of two styles of speaking:
mature speech, racs wayah, and veiled speech, rags makulir, These two
are partly related because mature people often speak indirectly or dis-
guise the point of what they say: and you have to be mature to pull off
veiled speech successfully. In listening to mature speech it is often not
obvious il you miss the point, because the words also refer. nuding, to
another manifest or ostensible topic. Listening to the more skilled ora-
tors in public meetings and reading many kinds of manuscripts
requires one to unpeel them. Some of the lalter require great skill.
experience and subtlety. By no means all adults have the ability. Even
in popular theatre. as in the example above. my own inquiries back up
seasoned commentators’ views that at times many young people only
think about the explicit subject matter and have little idea of there
often being a further point or target (tetuwek), or particular purpose
(tetujon) to what is being said. As very little has been published on
these practices. it is not surprising Boon seems not to know of them. It
is pretty hard though to get through an ordinary day with Balinese
(and certainly not a meeting or play) without needing to unpeel what
they say: or more often. if you are an innocent anthropologist. failing
to note that there was anything to unravel.
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The End(s) of Interpretation

As an expression ‘interpretation’ sits uneasily on the plethora of Bali-
nese intler pretive, commentative and performative practices, it is refer-
entially ambiguous {ngémpeélin} in significant ways. Rather than try to
classify or summarise the range ol practices — which would be cara
magemnelan yéh, like trying to grasp water — I outline three occasions
which. by most standards, we would consider to involve interpretation
in some quintessential lorm. These are interpreting the speech of a
deily. reading a dynastic chronicle and explaining a theatre perfor-
mance Lo an anthropologist.

One common practice is concerned with understanding the will of
powerful, non-manifest agents. One of the most dangerous forms is
learning about sakti. exceptional kinds of efficacy (often glossed as
‘mystical power’) by reading and unravelling (melut) certain manu-
scripts. | can say little about this, although | have been invited on a
number of occasions, because to experiment would have cost me the
trust of most Balinese I work with.?? Having truck with power is
always potentially dangerous. especially il it is non-manifest {niskala)
and so even more indeterminate than usual. So it is wise Lo reflect on.
andsilt through. such evidence as you have carefully. Likewise caution
is advisabte when inquiring aboul the past. because it too is non-man-
ifest. There are only the traces {laad) on the landscape, in written
works. in peoples” memories. They all require inferring what is the case
(tattwa) from the evidence available.

To try, aimost certainly in vain. to lay the ghost ol Balinese ritualis-
tic proclivities. [ shall consider an example of how Balinese in the
research village dealt with a necessary encounter with the non-mani-
fest. As with the reading of a royal chronicle, It was an importantocca-
sion, took place in a temple and was accompanied by what Geertz and
Boon would call ritual. However. rather than invoke a class, or aspect,
of actions designated 'ritual’, | prefler to lollow Balinese in noting sim-
ply there are different forms of propriety and action suited. from past
experience. to dealing with different kinds of being. What transpired
had precious little 1o do with hermeneutic interpretation. but dwelt at
length on the purpose {tetujon) of the inquiry. how to go about it, what
the outcome (pikolil) implied and what action was required. il any,

Understanding Divinity
The temple priest of the local agricultural association had become too

old to continue in office. The association decided therefore to inquire
about the deity's wishes (nyanjan) as to a successor. The first attempt
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had failed. because the medlum of whom they had inquired had come
up with a successor’s name. but there was no one of that name
around. (The old priest gave me a hilarious imitation alterwards of the
medium’s tremulous speech. What this says about unleashing power
or Balinese ceremoniousness [ dread to think.) A lamous medium was
then invited to the temple. Alter discussion of the purpose of the occa-
sion. the deity duly spoke through him before an audience of thou-
sands. It was. after all. an exciting occasion: anything could have
happened. The deity excoriated the village priests for sundry failings
{justified according to the onlookers I spoke to). gave a history of the
priesthood of the temple, then announced the personal narmes {cor-
rectly) of the two sons of the old priest, as his successors to the two
temples where he served. The village leaders convened a meeting to
discuss the speech and agreed to implement the recommendations
(and they were recommendations. as they could well have been
ignored). The question of whether they needed to melut {‘unpeel’ or
‘uaravel’) what was said was not discussed. The crucial matter was
whether the deity’s statements of fact about the past were true, and so
whether the recommendations were believable and appropriate. The
process was less to do with interpretation than a rigorous - and quite
juridical — examination of evidence, motives. opportunities and so on.
To evaluate whal happened required. however. knowing a great deal of
what had happened in the village and assessing its reliability.?¢

History For What?

The second example was about a dispute over who owned a temple
with extensive ricelands (see Hobart 1990). A senior prince of a pow-
erful dynasty had been invited to repair two ancient masks in the tem-
plein question. On learning that there was a dispute over who should
take care of the temple, he said that his family chronicle had dctails on
how the temple was founded. A meeting of senior peoplein the village
decided it would be uselul to know what was written there to see if it
were relevant. (There was a conlflict of vested interests, but that is not
directly germane to what lollows.) The prince agreed to witness the
reading and. on the appointed day. arrived with a large entourage.
including the island’s most famous writer of such dynastic chronicles
(babad). A local man was enlisted to read the relevant part of the man-
uscript which wasin Old Javanese. while the writer translated it (ngar-
tiang} into high Balinese. My concern here though is not with what
was read. bul with its purpose. It had nothing to do with being
‘another ingredient of ritual celebrations’, nor with any ‘play of affini-
ties. analogies, and contradictions across social forms, performance

el
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genres. and ritual registers’. That is not to say that there was not much
ol interest to local intellectuals. However. according to the meeting
which arranged it. the prince. the reader and translator, and the mem-
bers of the audience [ spoke to afterwards. the purpose was to deter-
mine the relevance of what was wrilten to arguments about who
should look after, and so had rights over the land of, the temple.

From my work subsequently with a group of interested villagers,
who commented on the reading in detail for me, two points among
others arose. First. there was a question whether the history. being
written in Old Javanese. was opaque (makulil. see p. 129) and so
required ngartiang into Balinese to see if it needed to be explicated
(melut). In their view. much depended on the skill of the translator and
how trustworthy he was: on his rendering they thought that there was
tittle that was nnclear. {To establish this obviously required checking
carefully for signs. or textual evidence, that it might have been
makulit.} A bigger problem arose. second, in that it was one thing to
read and translate a passage. [t was quite another to determine the rel-
evance of that passage to the circumstances in question. The commit-
tee had flailed to make this clear before the reading. The outcome
{pikolih) of the reading was therefore uncertain. and so destined to be
abortjve (gabeng). There was no agreed basis (taledan) from which to
judge whal was said.

Foolish anthropologist that | was, I had pressed the commentators to
get on with the details of the text and translation. They baulked at this
and insisted on spending a whole evening discussing the prole-
gomenon. Conventionally this is called an 'apology” {(pangaksama, see
Zurbuchen 1987: 99-100). As | learned. a pangaksama is — or rather
should be - much more. On such oceasions, which also include inviting
deities to speak and theatre performances. those responsible for the
event are expected to state its purpose, the limits (wates) of the rele-
vance or consequences of what is about to happen. and apologise in
advance to those whose interests are likely to be alfected. Readings and
perforrmances do something. or fail to. To attempt to generalise their sig-
nificance to the participants is as vacuous as il is to argue Bali ‘demon-
strates little interpretive remove lrom texts that would make them
partly alienated objects of exegetical reflection’ (Boon p. 117 above).

So Long as They're Happy

The form in which Balinese most often encountered texts was in the-
alre. Theatre involves a double act of interpretation. The performers
interpret a work; the spectators interpret the performance. Neither
actors nor spectators trealed audiences as passive. [n most kinds of
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theatre the dialogue and scenes were largely extemporised and tailored
to the audience’s response. The hardest role was that of the first person
on stage. They had to gauge the particular audience, while the rest of
the cast listened carefully to what was going on to judge how best to
play the ptece. Some villages had reputations for liking slapstick, oth-
ers bawdiness, others political commentary extrapolated fronli the
story. others wanted careful exegesis.

From working with actors over the years, however, there are certain
points which they often alluded to. One of these also came up repeated|
when [ worked on recordings of plays with members of the audiencesy
whether male or female. Again it shows my tendency to preinterpret [
would keep on asking what was the arti of what was said {or done) oni
to be told there was no arti. When | rephrased the question to ask 'wha{
the purpose was, the usual answer was: mangda panonton seneng, so that
the audience would be happy. [ take the lollowing extracts Erom'a com-
mentary by ex-actors and their friends on the play excerpted above.

Once again. the commentators stressed what happens before the
evgnt. Anticipation and the uncertainty about who will be performih
?flect the occasion and the spectators’ interest, Oneold actor summég
it gp: ‘I you are not hungry. you do not enjoy your lood. IT it is some-
thing you have never tasted before, you are excited and afraid.’ Shortly
after the play began, a well known television actor, I Midep e‘nppeared

on stage. The parentheses are my additions. '

Ex-actor:  The reason that as soon as the play began people knew that
they would enjoy themselves — isn’t rhat so? ~ is because |

Midep is known (or playing a servant (a hu ‘
morous role}.
Me: Uh. Huh. srele

Ex-actor:  Whal's more. when he plays a servant. he is also very funny,

F’Iays were far from just occasions (or jokes though. The ability to
induce sad feelings (nyedihang) in the spectators was also greatly
appreciated. The best plays are magenep. they contain a mixture of dif-
férenl elements: jokes. tragedy. historical detail, advice, political criti-
cism. They must above all be performed well: and Balinese standards of
critical judgement were ferocious, | have seen troupes famous
throughout the island evidently apprehensive on seeing experienced
actors in the audience. To say this is all Menippean satire tefls us little
about the forms it takes and how it is appreciatled.
Making peaple laugh and cry has further importance though.

Ex-actor: (I} you often listen to the meaning {arti}, if you watch (care-
fully). you need to look for what it reflects.

Friend: Yes. so that it sort of fits, a little like being given advice.

Ex-actor:  That is where you have 1o keep on searching for Instruction,
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Friend: That's it.
Ex-actor:  In theatre. if you are happy. you watch,
Me: Yes.
Ex-actor:  Thal's how it is.
Friend: Yes, you have to sift. it through agaln and again. what is sult-

able for you to use, Whal is bad you throw away immediately.

This makes the point, I trust, that the audience is nol presumed to be
passive. It also hardly points to exegetical indifference,
A lew sentences later on the commentators came to the importance

of being happy again.

Ex-actor:  There (in the play}it's like - what do you call it? - if the audience’s
thoughts are happy. don't they understand (rgaresep) quickly?

Il you are enjoying the play. you pay attention. You are also able to
understand much more quickly, What [ know ol theatre in Bali
worked. as did much else, by recognising and treating people as poten-
tially active participants in thinking about, working on and under-
standing what was going on. What isinteresting in the passages above
is the realisation that the commentators considered the stale of being
ol the participants to be relevant to the success of the occasion. Feel-
ing happy was centrally imgplicated in understanding. If you were sad.
miserable. in pain, you were likely to be distracted. uninterested, unen-
gaged. Rather than wheel out yet again the tired clichés about how rit-
nalised Balinese are. it might be more instructive to follow through
what Balinese themselves say, namely that suka, happiness. enjoyment
and duke, sulfering, pain are crucial aspects of human action and its
consequences. not least exegesis and understanding.

The Hyperreal

To take Balinese commentaries on their own practices seriously would
entail setting aside many of our deeply beloved assumptions. methods
and purposes of inquiry. It would leave a large number of old, and not-
so-old bulflers in anthropology departments and museums bereft, il
they could not opine happily on the meaning of symbols, rituals, pots
and unBritish sexual activities, often among peoples who disappeared
long ago or who are now more interested in television. computers and
income lrom tourism. Interpretation is. in many ways, the core con-
stitutive practice, without which anthropology’s survival may be far
less assured than that of its erstwhile subjects. Il action is to be under-
stood in terms of its purpose, as Balinese suggest, then perpetuating
our practices and its practitioners looks like many anthropologists’ pri-
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mary concern. Likewise, who is supposed to acclaim the hermeneuts’
analyses ol Bali? It is not the Balinese, nor theirs’ the reward. {These
‘interpretations’ are, incidentally. not mine but those of Balinese
friends. [ incline 10 agree with them.)

Am I then proposing a radical hermeneutics which, if nothing else,
might give a facelilt to anthropology's sagging jowls??3 11, as | suspect,
anthropology was a ‘discipline” made possible by the conjunction of a
naturalist epistemology (people and institutions as objeclts to be stud-
ied scienttfically) and colonialism (the unreciprocal entitlement of
Europeans to intrude upon and write about these objects). then no
amountof transplants will help. Theideal of some meeting of lree and
equal sovereign minds is a delusion. which ignores the degree to which
the interlocutors are differently situated. Balinese enter any such
hermeneutic exchange on vastly unequal terms. economically, politi-
cally, experientially, epistemoiogically. Not least. we pay our research
assistants and ‘informants’ lor their attention, skills and loyalty. Many
anthropologists pay lip service 10 these problems. In their practice. pre-
cious lew ever realise it. '

What makes it so hard for anthropologists, whose work is notiaon-
ally to engage in precisely this lengthy. uncertain dialogue of unfore-
seeable outcome, to avoid a trakison des dercs? In the panoply of the
human sciences, our appointed job is to remove the cultural limescale
encrusting rationality. to polish away the blips on the cosmic mirror of
philosophy, disinfect a few of the running sores on madernity and
serve as a [oll 1o postmodernisms. Sanitising Balinese and others. mak-
ing them safe for democracy, is what brings the accclades. the
respectability and the bucks. We have been firmly contextualised. And.
as it takes torture to make a good torturer, we contextualise and tex-
tualise those we work with. Whom the hermeneuts wish to destroy
they first textualise. It all requires less effort than the alternatives and
the results do not threaten our peers or ourselves., A Balinese who
could speak would be as unwelcome as Wittgenstein's lion.

Contextualising articulates what we write about with a world of
other, existing texts. As we saw with interpretive analyses of Balj,
hermeneuts confine themselves ‘not only Lo what can be reproduced,
but that which is always already reproduced . Oddly enough this was Bau-
drillard’s definition of the hyperreai (1983a: 146, original emphasis).
Once you make the step of recognising. as the hermeneuts of Bali do.
that the text in whatever form is the primary reality. the corollary is
that you are presuming "the absence of a basic reality’. The further
implication is that the image created may bear ‘no relation to any real-
ity whatever: it is its own pure simulacrum’ (Baudrillard 1983a: 11),
so setting the conditions for the replication of hyperreality. It is of the
same order as the dancer with whom 1 began. 26
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The d\ifficulty of even some of the clearer postmodernist and post-
structuralist writings is that. elegant and persuasive as they may
sound. quite how do they transiate (sic) into hard argument? To
answer a question with a question: how did Bali become identifled
with ritual? One of the answers is through death. Cremations, espe-
cially those which Involved the immolation of widows, have fascinated
Europeans for centuries before they ever tamed the Balinese beast.
Who actually witnessed these, and what il anything they saw through
the throng and the smoke, is much less clear than the [-was-standing-
right-there-on-the-cremation-pyre accounts suggest. Nonetheless
these accounts have been repiicated endlessly as testimony Lo the sav-
age ritual essence of Ball (Connor n.d.). And who reproduces these yet
again as striking images to support their interpretation of the ritu-
alised Balinese? [t is none other than our two hermeneuts (Boon 1977
176-224: Geertz 1980: 98-120. 231-235}.
[t would be sad to leave Bali in the maw of Geertz. Boon and their
nemesis, Baudrillard. condemned to eternal hyperreality. Despite the
two million tourists a year. the [ndonesian government {not unaided)
making their culture a commoditisable object and the kind attenfions
of all the Baliclogists. Balinese somehow manage to carry on much of
the time resisting the pure textuality that Boon {1982.1990). and the
silence and the spectacte that Geertz (1980} and Baudrillard (e.g.
1983b: 9-11, 19-24), join in unholy alliance to foist on them. Between
the texts. silences and spectacles, for the moment at least many of
them carry on living and even sometimes thriving. What they do Is
encompassed simply neither by hyperreality, nor even reality (a noose
[ leave to philosophers to hang themselves). For want of a better word,
[ shall cali it hyporeality. By the expression | am referring to that
domain of underdetermined facts which are subject to continued ana-
lysts' — and in a quite different way sometimes Balinese — atlempts to
subdue and determine, and which usually elude them. It consists not
least of that myriad of actions, speech. ruminations and their
absences which make up so much of human living. Pace de Certean
(1984) we have great difficulty explaining or interpreting the ordi-
nary. A reason, I suggest, is that our theoretical practices are over-
whelmingly concerned with singling out — according to predilection ~
the structural, the foundational. the essential, the determinative. the
limiting case, the puzzling, the uniikely. the dramatic: but very rarely
the ordinary. It is what Balinese call biasz and regard as beyond expla-
nation. Actions In situ and their unintended consequences remain sul-
ficiently contingent as to make a mockery of theorising, even if itis not
the fashion of these times. Most of what humans do remains — and |
suspect will always remain to the hall-honest scholar - delightfully
iptransigent to explanation if not to overinterpretation.
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Notes

1. Felicia Hughes-Freeland. a formec student of mine. uses detalled ethnography from
Yogyakaria to provide a devastating critique of the habit of readlng meaning into
dance(1986: 1991).

2. Appositely. one of Witlgenstein's key expositlons is on the confused senses of Inter-
pretatlon. Significantly paralleling Balinese usage, he notes that 1o interpret is ‘1o do
somcthing (1958: 212).

3. Sontag brings out nicely the implicit connection with the New Right. ‘interpreia-
tion is a radical strategy for conserving an old 1ext, which Is thought loo precicus to
repudiate. by revamping i’ (1961: A).

4, My argument reiteraies parl of Foueaull's criticism of Derrida (1972: 602, trans-
lated by Spivak 1976: Ixi-xii).

5. Treler 1o the Lit. Crit. Mode of (Re-)Production as an Industry because it is one of
the major growih areas with much sub-postmodernlst bollerplate writing. In the
soclal sciences, Its forms range from the New Histariclsm (Veeser 1989 to the work,
a1 ILs best perhaps. of Spivak (e.g. 1988) and Bhabha (1990) to come full anthro-
pologleal circle In the writings of people like Appadurai {1990). A more extended
critigue of this literary tendency will have to walt another occasion; but the dis-
cussion below of Interpretive practices on Ball covers some aspects. The recidivist
skull beneath the svelte postmodernist skin comes out neally. for example. in the
writings of one of its more sensitive practittoners, Homi Bhabha, for all the irgnic
reflexivity and sell-conscious detachment he invests inlo rethinking the nation as
an ambivalent. abstract object. Within four pages of the Introduction. the practice
of narrating the nation - a self-evidenuly western Idea of narrative, of eourse —
reinscribes itsell (significantly in the passive tense, by rounding up the usual sus-
pect semantic and epistemologleal metaphors of space) Into a strategy for a turn-
Ing of boundaries and limits into the in-between spaces through whieh the
meanings of cultural and polltical authority are negotlated’ {1990: 4). Plus ca

change... The scope for catachresls reaches a glddy apotheosis in Appaduczi's analy-
sis of globalization (e.g. 'global eullural flow™. 1990Q: 301} in which an imaginary
processual object isbulltout of aseries of constitutive metaphors of knowledge {see
Hobart In press).

6. They are not the only ones. Years ago 1 provisionally skeiched out lour kinds of
practlces which Balinese seemed 1o me frequently 10 engage in (1985: 1986). They
were: essentialising, contextualising. pragmalising (a horrible neologlsm -1 could
not think of better at the lime - intended to suggest having to reach a practical deci-
sion whatever the exegelical nicetles). and claborating. Some time | hope to get the
time 1o rethink and develop the idea, As with the far mare detailed account of
named Balinese practices later in this chapter. they are less classificatory sub-
specles of Interpretation {or overinterpretation). but overlapping practices. [t would
be possible 1o produce a taxonomy of kinds. and degrees. of overinterpretation, bul
that itselfl risks becoming an unnecessary act of essentlalising and overinterpreling
n tuen,

7. Thereis an interesting Balinese praetlee of majejangkitan. highlighting ambiguities
often In mundane stalemenis and 1o the discomfilure of the original speaker. 11
drawsatiention 10 the textual preeonditions of speech and understanding. but also
10 thelr situatedness. 1 was told of the following exchange wilh some glee:

Misan liangé demen tekén durdin.
Y#h! Micibdemenan ia neda padang.
My cousin likes durian.

1 thoughl (she) preferred grass.
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Mlsan Is first cousin: mlsa is a female water buffalo. with 2 terminal 'n’ indlcating
the genitlve, as in "my water buffale’.

8. My thanks 1o Ron Inden for hls comments on the draft of this chapter and in par-
ticular for a useful dlscussion on contextualising as an academic practice. Inctden-
tally, these critical remarks make use of a Balinese rhetorical device: nzgakin
gedehong. 's\Lting on the stem of a banana palm’. My ostensible target Is anthropol-
oglsts, because | am one and 1 know their practices best. If anyone else reading this
piece finds anything seeping through {(in Ball. Lthe image Is wet sap through the
underpants), then so be L.

9. Despite their claim 1o radical chigue, the L)t. Crit. tendency remalns firmly the loyal
opposition within a conservative and dualist eplstemology. To achieve this requires
Lranscendenl entities. especlally ‘'meaning’ 10 be wreathed with an aura of facival-
Ity. commonly through catachresis, Involving notably condult and spatial
metaphors of knowledge (Salmond 1982), although rarely as magnificently as in

the following example:

the ambivelent, antagonistlc perspeetlve of nallon a3 narratlon will establish the culiocal
boundaries of the nation so Lhal they may be acknowledped a5 ‘containing” thresholds of
mesning that must be crnssed, erascd. and trenstated In the process of cultural production.

{Bhabha 1990: 4)

10. For a radically different analysts. which is carefully argued (rom detaited accounts
of Balinese themselves. see Wiener (in press). Hooykaas is quoting Krom wbo was
In fact engaged in an argument with Bosch on the applicability of Cambodlan evi-
dence to Java, 8all gels tagged on as the tail to the hermeneulic dog.

1t. Geertz writes:

To duserlbe the negara s to describe a consiellation of enshrined ideas... Ideas are not, and
have nat been far sometime, unobservable mental stull They arc cnvchicled meanings. the
vehigles being symbals {or Ja some usages. slgns). a symbol belng anything that denotes,
deseribey, represents, cxemplifics, labels. indicares, evokes, deplets, expresses - anything
\hal somehow or other signifies, (1980: 135)

12. When Balinese are permitted to speak for themselves a quite different plcture
emerges. For Instance. the Gaguritan Padem Warak (1the song of killing of the rhi-
noceros. translated by Vickers 1991) depicts a "ritual” in 1erms we would by most
accounts conslder to be sustained and repeated climaxes.

13. Geertz's analyses are hased on seven months In Bali: Bogn sadly had to leave Bali
because of illness shortly afer starting fieldwork. By Geertz's own admisslon his
Balinese is minimal {1991). Boon's problems with Balinese in his writings make i
evident.

14. Crapanzano’s perceplive comments on how the narrative devices by which "Geeriz
Itkens his nonpersonhood to being “a cloud or a gust of wind ™ (1986: 71} attain a
new significance. | have made use of ideas in an unpublished paper by Ron Inden
[n.d.} In this analysis of agency.

15. Infatrness 1o Boon. he is not the only, or even the most celebrated. scholer to gat his
intellectual knlckers in a 1extual twist. Consider the lollowing;

aliernatlve constituencies of peoples and oppositional analytical capacilics inay emerge -
youth, the everyday, nosialgla, new "ethnicllies’, new soclat movements. ‘the politics of dif-
lerence’. They ssign new meanings and differenl direnlons 10 Lhe process of historlcal

change, (Bhabha 1930: 3}

Note the conflation ol possible real complex agents (Hobert 1990: [nden 1990)
such as ethnic groups with ‘analytical capacilles’. ‘noslalgie’. "the everyday' in a
semantic soup. As Sontag has pointed out however of nostalgla (1977: L5). such
representations are agentve and self-fulfilllng.
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16. [nt i
Cg]r;aprzl::e _amhmpologlsls are less obviously realist than their more positivisti
o g" S, m. that they recognise the engagement of mind with their objecf“cr
r.) 13' . rle;nams realist to the extent thar they condense ming (o text Tﬂ
i . : t xl. gen
10rica ewc.c and ignore the Presuppositions, notably 1he pur P an'
act:ons and their own Inquines. ptposes. of others
Geertz and
e Chewfuﬁ?o:r{;:yal;zLr:a}:ch!e;s.rbul they are not alone, In overinterpreting
. ow Balinese viewed progess i i i
1 . . sametimes in cyclj
o molmr;;:ihemls;.m?& 24-25). When | subsequently thought 10 check tiis Cil
e on [ discovered that [ had impesed a spatial metaphor on whay h
“ ovcroi::;:lte;lllf(e renti)}';On some future oceasion [ hope to consider other st';'lz
retatlon in the work of anthropotogi ik
! and ares specialists like Vickers. ol fike PulfGocpec and powe
7. Fam gratel i
auenfi:r:e;:fdtziln;rsto Laclau for drawing the im plications of Balingse usage to my
Or suggesting 2 more escei
and exphcaton oot SUE general difference hetween redescription
18. T i i
u:: lin’:tfc;l!ows Balm.ese conventions on assonance (which are sometimes qui
zp(-‘: ed o an English-speaker), here a well known one bet i q'Lme
ond e v ween panill. vanitla,
L9. Th ¢ q isloc
wr;:l;agt“ abs a prc:nba‘n. a historical genre in which some of the actors are masked
- @00ul the prince of Nusa Penida. an is| i I
the research village in March 1989 0 Sand ol Bali b wes Periosmedin
20. The word used was Fam -
an. 8 fond hu! res i
Srecs e s Pam pectful expression royals use 1o their min-
21. The old relainer acts as if it ;
s if it is the young retalner i i
’ paraphrasing (ngartiang ) hls master's words whos Ppeakiag to bim not as
22. The clarity of the distinction fnay olve more 1o my overdetermination than toBali

recognising, appr. i i impli
e edescrion and xlcnton e o217 o ellectons.
. :Iifevl;hg t:lur:ed In a celebrated centre for such writings, Lovric (] 987) is informa-
e e ?1 not Jon; aflerwards. Hoovkaas worked on well-known texts involvi
u sui);g.: e Ka;:da mpat (1974) and Basur (19 78). e
. - (eside::::; Brc;un.d the.village. Lhe key issues were that the medium had not
e anze‘ihapl:lmanm Yto see if he was consclous (dling ) and so play-act-
g e Pw.maropl:l;:r\::ar;ﬁr:::nlghi ha\..fe leaked details of 1he past history of
not seem to be in the interests of the r;:a:ﬁ;:;:fﬂ:s:l nproveblel: because i
n“:.;yti}raoryu;;l;y;’o;;:glli?t |[sri|i1$ten:sst.ing’l‘:de relevant passagereads: ‘[1 keptrun-
! _ IS was 4 pood case agalnst Sper i :
:)tzl::; ,]:, l: I;nrlc.:luallr.i.l;no;vrledge. shared context or whatevf:r, ilzecre?{]a?n‘{]‘;’-”ii:?;
(g o Spﬂ:zsanodnswsém 1»;hk:h permits the kind of inference they draw-
25 lam emphatically not s : l'l - i
vlew that our problems oll-‘]iie;:r:fa:zrl;nge;eu“? - r?mfdm ooy Hhls I the
frameworks. In tersublective empathy or evenc;?ngzgl::: :;:101' adejq“‘?“‘-' lhe_or“-'“ca]
fllﬁles\.ﬂm[;ou]d. sduddenlyl render the Balinese understandable ;R;];e’:r‘-:n‘::a'i:r}'lfl'::;;
g minds. Lessinadequacy on the part of outslde ‘experl’ commentalors is as
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tive Anthropelogy waters it down Into a lurid-coloured jelly.) Equally the Idea of
another culture being. In any sense, ‘clear’ or ‘transparent’ Indicaies the prior deter-
minations both of the kinds of ‘object’ presumed to be knowable (or rather the
process of re-rendering them. as collective representations, symbols, images. so
tbey become knowable, undersiandable) and of the theery of knowledge Invoked.

Praclices, being slruational, changing. contested. often relatlvely unverbatised
or culturally marked. are nol easily squeezed inlo convenient oblects of knowtedge
or of understanding. Therelore they are Igneored. In short, 1 suggest that, {or the
problems of soclety or culrure being more or less wrapged up or even having any
workable ontology. we are still targely at sea. So Laclau could write of ‘the impossi-
bility of society’ (1990). Rellection on practices is less the solutlon than a first step
away [rom the massive prevailing hypostatising and essentialising which has dom-
inated thinking in the human sclences.

26, "The collapse of the real Lnto hyperreallsm’ comes about by "the meticulous reduplica-
ton of 1he ceal. preferably threugh another reproductive medium such as adveriising
or photography' {(Baudrllard 1993: 71), For Ball we have both in superabundance,
and reinterpretation too.
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